Abstract
Introduction
Counseling practicum is a vital part of counselor education through experiential learning where trainees learn how to reflect and analyze their concrete experience gained in practicum to form and expand their configuration of meaning which they could further validate through action and experimentation (Kolb, 1984) . The main aim of this process of experiential learning is to transform thinking and action of themselves as counselor so that they could effectively affect thinking and action of their clients. In other words counseling practicum gives trainee counselors an opportunity for change and growth personally and professionally. Education and Technical Training Committee and Board of Counselor Malaysia (2003) define counseling practicum as a supervised clinical experience of trainee counselors for the purpose of building and expanding their basic counseling skills and integrating their theoretical professional knowledge into practice. Counseling practicum provides the opportunity to evaluate trainees' ability to apply knowledge and skills acquired from course works with clients at the school setting. During the counseling practicum, trainees will experience applying appropriate theoretical knowledge to appropriate cases; practicing their counseling skills; building rapport with clients and other stakeholders; negotiating their own perception towards others and others' perceptions towards them; dealing with their own psychological needs and challenges in the process of fulfilling expectation of others and their own selves.
Developmental growth materializes when a person experienced a situation that provides adequate cognitive disequilibrium (Kohlberg, 1981) provided that such person has the necessary prerequisites and resources to effectively negotiate the experience. Counseling practicum and internship could serve as a lived experience which provides sufficient disequilibrium where trainee counselors are given the chance for personal and professional development (Borders, 1998) . These lived experiences are invaluable empirical data that could be studied and analyzed to give better understanding of the subjective experiences lived by trainee counselors during their practicum and internship for the purpose of devising more effective learning contracts between supervisors and supervisees.
However, studies on developmental growth of counselors were less favorable compared to studies on the application of theories. According to two prominent researchers in counselor and therapist developmental growth, Orlinsky and Ronnestad (2005) , concentration on investigating the effectiveness of some therapeutic techniques may be one of the contributing factors to the lack of research in personal and developmental growth of trainees. This is rather surprising since researches have shown that the difference in outcome across methods was smaller compared to the outcome among counselors or therapists within methods (Ronnestad and Skovholt, 2003) . This means that the counselor is more important than the method that he or she uses. Therefore, understanding the counselor personal and developmental growth is significant for counselor education and training. The first step in understanding of counselors' developmental growth is to examine the feelings and experiences of trainees. However, literatures that focus on the developmental process as experienced by trainees proved lacking (Grafanaki, 2010; Luke and Kiweewa, 2010) . Bachelor of Education (BED) in Guidance and Counseling is a new program offered at International Islamic University Malaysian (IIUM). The first batch of students enrolled in this program was in 2007. Apart from fulfilling the university and Ministry of Education and Higher Learning requirements, the program followed the specifications outlined by Board of Counselor Malaysia (Lembaga Kaunselor Malaysia). The students have to complete 250 site hours practicum within seven weeks which consist of 70 hours individual counseling and 40 hours group counseling. While for internship, the students are required to complete 500 hours which consist of 140 hours individual counseling and 80 hours group counseling within 14 weeks.
Since the program is new, the learning experiences gained through counseling practicum provide insight for both students and the BED Guidance and Counseling program. Literature specifically involving IIUM experiences in educating school counselors is scarce. Therefore, this study is significant to provide information for formative evaluation of students and the program.
Methodology
This study employed qualitative methodology. The main purpose of this study is to explore the subjective experiences of trainee counselors during their practicum. Grafanaki (2010) highlighted that studies which focused on trainees' experiences were lacking because of overemphasis in examining others' perspectives. Narratives of trainee counselors pertaining to their feelings and experiences during their practicum are the main concern of this study.
Participants were 10 BED Guidance and Counseling students who were doing their practicum and internship during semester 2 and semester 3 in 2012/2013 academic year. They voluntarily agreed to participate in this study. They were two male and eight female students who underwent their practicum and internship in secondary schools around Kelang Valley; except one participant who was doing his practicum at the Police Training Center, Kuala Lumpur. Their clients were students of schools which comprised three main racial groups which were Malay, Chinese and Indian; as well as students from Indonesian parents.
The study gathered 3 types of data. The students were required to write journals describing their feelings, experiences and challenges that they have faced during their practicum each week. Further, data was collected during group supervisions. Four group supervisions were conducted. Note taking and audio tape were utilized during group supervisions. Finally, the students were interviewed to gather more stories and to validate their narratives in their journals and during the group supervisions. The interviews were transcribed verbatim. All of the data was analyzed using narrative analysis. Sandelowski (1991) asserted that a set procedure or method to analyze narratives has not yet been developed. According to McLeod and Balamoutsou (2000) researchers are given freedom to create their own method because the step by step methods of how to analyze narratives are unhelpful. However, guidelines as explained by McLeod and Balamoutsou were followed.
Finding and Discussion
From the trainee counselors' narratives, we understood that the students were nervous before and during the first few weeks of practicum and internship. Their anxiety stemmed from their worries about the acceptance by the school students, teachers and school administrators; the kind of relationship that they would have with clients, site supervisors, teachers, and school administrators; whether they could adapt to the new environment of the school or not; and the perception of the students towards them, trainee counselors.
Izzah's story began with her worries about the adaptation to the new environment and acceptance by the students and the school community. The transition from university classroom to school setting was not easy for the first week. Further, they also worried about completing the required contact hours with the client. This is because the client perceived them as not having enough skills and experience to help them.
Suzie stated that "My biggest concern for the first few weeks was whether I could collect 500 site hours as well as completing 140 hours in conducting individual counseling and 60 hours in conducting group counseling. I was worried because it was very hard for me to get clients. This is because the students viewed trainee counselors as inexperienced". Suzie's concerns were also shared by nine of her friends.
However towards the end of practicum and internship they were able to adapt to the new environment and they were happy with the acceptance of the site counselors, teachers and school administrators. Many of them reported that the site supervisor and the school stakeholders accepted them as part of the school community. They also were able to interact with more ease with students from different cultures especially those who were from different religion.
Atif Further, the narratives revealed that students were experiencing difficulty to attract the students to get their services. All of them reported that most of the students perceived that those who come to see the counselor were those who have a psychological problem. This perception made it difficult for the trainee counselors to get the clients. The trainee counselors also experience difficulty in meeting the practicum and internship requirements. Since the clients were skeptical toward trainee counselors' abilities therefore they experienced difficulties in completing the required contact hours. They have to work hard in promoting themselves and to make the students aware with their counseling services.
Zul reported that "I need to promote myself to students, as well as to the whole school community. I need to attract people to come for counseling. I felt that it was my responsibility to change students and school community of their perception on counseling services are for problematic students, that is, students with disciplinary problems or students with psychological issues. I have to change their thinking so that they will have positive perception on counseling."
Tini revealed that "…my worries and anxiety are students' perception about counseling sessions. Students viewed counseling sessions were for problematic students. It was difficult to get potential clients since I did not get to go to classes to promote my services. Besides, the all-boys school was challenging since they were aggressive and active. They did not listen and like to make noise to distract teachers".
They were also experiencing lack of confidence in their ability to apply the appropriate theories and techniques in handling client problem. Sometime the students applied unsuitable theories and techniques in dealing with client problem. They also reported that they didn't know how to help their client to solve critical issues such as suicide attempt, premarital sex, drug, and bullying. Furthermore, they experienced lack of skills in questioning especially in probing or exploring the client root problem.
Atif Trainee counselors were expected to be substitute teachers especially for teachers who were on medical leave and who were involved in meeting and courses outside the schools. Most of the trainee counselors experience difficulties in classroom management. Some of them do not know how to control students' disruptive behaviors. Thus, in the substitute classes they were not able to deliver their planned classroom guidance.
Amy's experiences were quite stressful. "I have anxieties and worries especially when it came to going for substitute class. We were supposed to do classroom guidance but I have difficulties in handling the classroom guidance. They never gave attention and made noise. I don't know how to get their attention. When they misbehaved, I just approached them one by one and I will write their name in record book and they will get demerit".
Izzah also shared the same concerns. "Handling classroom guidance was very challenging to me because they were very active and for the first day we met, only two students were in class. They were noisy and went out from classroom without permission. I have difficulty to handle them, I need classroom management skills".
Tini reported that "even though I have experience but I still have anxiety during relief class. This is because some students did not really give cooperation when I was doing activities in class. I feel like I failed in controlling the class".
Towards the end of practicum and internship, the trainee counselors reported that they have gained some valuable experiences which helped them in the process of becoming professional counselor. As they progressed along, they realized that they could handle anxiety and stress that came their way better and they were able to improve their confidence level. Even though they were still struggling to be more confident in applying counseling skills and theoretical knowledge, practicum and internship has provided them the opportunity to experience a professional life of school counselors. Counselor education begins with pre-practicum course works that are necessary to prepare students to become a professional counselor. However prepared a student is in classroom environment, the feeling of nervousness and anxiety is normal when the student is given his or her first client. Movement to the unknown role of a 'real' school counselor is psychologically daunting for trainee counselor as he or she has to deal with a variety of uncertainties and expectations from his or own self, supervisor, and school community including students as his or her clients. The first experience with a client creates self-doubt. All of the students in this particular study reported that they asked themselves questions such as: "Am I able to help my client to settle their problem? Have I used appropriate theories and techniques? What if I use the wrong techniques? What if I misinterpret and misdiagnose? Stoltenberg (1981) described trainee counselors as neurosis bound and has a tendency to imitate other counselors including their own supervisors or their model counselors. They lack individuality because of lack of experience. They seem unable to bridge the gap between theory and practice. At this level, trainee counselors are dependent on their supervisors, professors and senior counselors. This led them to appreciate support and encouragement from the experienced supervisors and counselors (Ronnestad and Skovholt, 2003) .
Implication for Supervision
The development of trainee counselors' theoretical knowledge, counseling skills, and awareness of counseling process are the main purposes of counseling practicum and internship. The insight gained from present exploration of trainee counselors' feelings and experiences during counseling practicum informed practicum supervisors and curriculum developers in planning and implementing formative evaluation. The findings indicated that counseling students having most difficulties in executing counseling abilities and practicing counseling skills; they also faced challenges in applying theoretical knowledge; and they lack skills in classroom management. Furthermore, the trainee counselors were anxious during the first few weeks of their practicum and internship because of several factors including the anxiety that they could not help their clients to solve critical issues.
To alleviate nervousness during the first few weeks of practicum and internship, university supervisors should give briefing one week before the practicum or internship. Supervisor should highlight feelings that may encounter during the first few weeks of practicum and internship. The supervisors could make clear their expectation from the students as well as expectation of the school from the students. Positive feedback and encouragement from supervisors could also calm their anxiety and nervousness (Ronnestad and Skovholt, 2003) . Further, supervisors should highlight critical issues that trainee counselors may encounter during their practicum to prevent the feeling of shocked during the counseling process. For critical issues, networking and support group created by supervisors could be established online as well as telecounseling for immediate supervision from supervisors.
The university supervisors should highlights the tasks that they have to do during the practicum and internship such as promoting their services using poster and brochures. Supervisors should highlight the perception of the trainees' prospect clients. Therefore, trainee counselors are expected to use their creativity in persuading clients to seek their services. It would be helpful if the supervisors could show the trainees some examples of brochure, posters and other promotion techniques done by their previous supervisees. Samples of needs assessment, program proposals and class guidance should be made available for students. Another important task that trainee counselors required to do is to relief class when the class teacher was not present. However, trainee counselors' lack of skills in managing students' disruptive behaviors had resulted in failure of delivering planned class guidance and feeling of disappointment. Therefore, specific training in classroom management skills and handling classroom disruptive behaviors should be provided by university supervisors prior to counseling practicum.
In order to assist students in counseling skills and in applying theoretical knowledge, supervisors could hold prepracticum seminar or workshop. In this pre-practicum workshop, students will be exposed to various simulations and role plays in dealing with common as well as critical issues faced by secondary school students.
Conclusion
Trainee counselors started to experience their role as school counselors with feeling of apprehension and anxiety. As they progressed through the practicum and internship, they anxiety level decreases but their self-doubt on their counseling skills and application of theoretical knowledge took a longer time to overcome. However, their confidence level increases but not to the extent that they become independent from their supervisors. From the stories of the interns, we understood that they have gained a very significant tool of learning which is reflection. Reflection on their experiences enabled them to be aware of their own selves and others and this is vital for their own professional development.
